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Not-So-Blind Faith: A Word Study 


I'm sure most Christians have at 
least a vague awareness of 
Hebrews 11:1. Just yesterday, I saw 
the verse emblazoned on a plaque: 
"Now faith is being sure of what 
you hope for and certain of what 
you do not see." Sound familiar? 

To me, there's some- 
thing a bit off about this 
translation of the verse 
(whatever translation that 
might be—the plaque I 
stared at had no version 
listed). I'll compare this 
translation to the New 
King James Version: 
"Now faith is the sub- 
stance of things hoped 
for, the evidence of 
things not seen." 

That’s pretty similar, 
but do you see a 
difference? I believe it's 
an important distinction. 
In the New King James Version 
and many other versions— 
Amplified, English Standard, New 
American Standard, New Living, 
King James to name a few—the 
wordings in each version might 
vary, but the concept is the same: 
Faith is "the substance," "an 
assurance," "the evidence" of what 
we hope for. It shows "the reality" 
of things unseen. It is something 
tangible (at least as tangible as an 
abstract concept can be). It 
highlights the proof that God has 
given in his word about the things 
for which we hope yet can't see. 

It is something to which we can 
hold. It's a noun. 

This is not the same as the quote 
on the plaque, where faith is "being 
sure" of something. That's more of 
a verb action than a noun. It 
implies that faith is our act of 
believing, something subjective to 
the individual rather than an 
objective substance. It puts all of 
the emphasis on our actions, our 
"doing" faith. It's based on us 
instead of on God. 

I don't believe "being certain" is 
what the author of Hebrews had in 
mind. The translations using "the 
substance" and "evidence" rather 
than "being sure" and "certain" are 
backed by the Greek words that the 
author uses to build the verse. (For 
my cross-language Bible studying, 

“Tin currently using Www.bible- 
hub.com.) For example, the word 
translated as "substance" in New 
King James is the Greek noun 
"hupostasis," which denotes an 
assurance, a guarantee, or a 
confidence (using an older denota- 
tion of “confidence” meaning “the 
grounds for trust, that is, something 
that gives confidence”). 

"Evidence" is the noun 
"elegchos," which is "a proof," or 
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a test of proof. It is something that 
proves facts to be certain rather 
than the act of being certain about 
something. Even the word "faith" 
itself, "pistis," comes from the idea 
of persuasion. Faith is something 
that persuades us to the truth of 
God's word and his 
promises. Faith is like 
a handwritten note 
from God saying, 
"Yes, I speak the 
truth. With love, your 
Father." In that way, 
faith itself matches 
the “proof” and 
“substance” wording 
for our hope. Faith is 
a gift from God that 
evidences his 
presence, 

While faith as 
evidence of our hope 
might not seem that 

different from us "being sure" of 
our hope, the problem comes from 
the fallibility of 

individuals. We can think that 
something is true without it 
actually being true, such as when 
I was absolutely sure that I had set 
the stove to “low” when heating 
pork last night. Gentle heat just to 
warm the pre-cooked meat. 

Imagine my shock when the 
juices first steamed, then rose to a 
rapid boil, the lid spattered with 
fat. Turns out, I had set the stove to 
“high.” I may have been absolutely 
sure that I’d put it on “low,” but 
my subjective assurity did not 
match reality. I was in error. Not 
only that, but my mistake had 
consequences: Pork jerky instead 
of pulled pork was my dinner. Still 
tasty, but tougher than my teeth 
craved. 

The verse on the plaque gives 
unnecessary room for our 
fallibility, as it doesn't offer faith as 
evidence. Instead, it merely lists 
faith as an action that can exist 
apart from actual proof. That quote 
makes faith seem like blindness. 
Based on the idea that faith is 
"being sure or certain of some- 
thing," I can take that verse and 
apply it to my stove. I thought, 
hoped, believed it to be on “low.” 
It steamed, but I knew it was on 
“low.” Boiled, even, which made 
‘me flabbergasted, as the stove was 
for certain on “low.” Yet in spite of 
my belief, it was not. Fallible faith 
can fail. That’s Hebrews 11:1 as 
written on the plaque. 

Does it seem nit-picky, calling 
out faith as “proof of truth” instead 
of “being sure of the truth”? 
Perhaps it is. But there is danger in 
skewing verses to say something 
that isn't quite accurate. Years ago, 
I taught at a Vacation Bible School 


(VBS for short). One of the key 
topics at the VBS was the idea of 
faith, and the emphasis verse was 
Hebrews 11:1, though the VBS 
used the "being sure" wording 
rather than the "evidence" wording. 
It seemed innocuous, close enough 
to other translations to fill our 
purposes while being simple 
enough to explain to children. 

Yet when we asked a group of 
kids, "Who can tell me what faith 
is?" I will never forget the little 
girl whose hand shot high, the grin 
on her face and the light in her 
eyes. She knew the answer and had 
complete faith in it, given the 
evidence of the verse she'd been 
learning for days. 

She opened her mouth and said, 
"Faith is believing really really 
hard that something is real even if 
we can’t prove it." 

Faith. It's being sure that some- 
thing is true, though we can’t 
prove it. Is there even any proof at 
all? According to that wording, 
proof is unnecessary as long as we 
believe really hard, 

That's what we'd been teaching 
her. Faith was our own subjective 
"being sure." It didn't require or 
rely on evidence or on anything of 
substance beyond an individual's 
choice to believe. The quote makes 
faith an action that can exist apart 
from the truth of things, disregard- 
ing reality. It's blind trust, and it 
broke my heart that we had 
instilled that ideal in children. As 
that girl grows up and gets 
confronted about her faith by those 
around her, the teaching of 
“believing hard,” even without 
proof, might cause a crisis of 
belief. It might be a stumbling 


block for her. I know it was for me. 


God does not demand blindness, 
The author of Hebrews didn’t 
mean to teach it. We believe in the 
things unseen because we have 
proof, not in spite of our lack of 
proof. We have the word of God, 
we have Jesus, we have our wit- 
ness as we live our lives for Christ 
and watch the spirit work in and 
among us to bring about his glory. 
We have our faith, our “pistis” 
persuasion, our “hupostasis” 
support, and our “elegchos” test of 
proof. 

As we go about living for Christ, 
let's be intentional about what we 
say and teach, careful to keep from 
bending words in ways that distort 
their meanings. Most of all, let us 
trust more in God and the faith he 
has given us and less in our own 
“being sure.” That way, we won't 
have to rely on blind trust, but 
rather can lean into true faith, an 
assurance given as a gift from a 
loving father. 
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